Somatic Awareness and Meaning-Making in Choreography by Schnurr, Candice
Abstract 
In my creative research culminating in my MFA thesis work, XX, I argue that meaning in dance 
choreography is made and perceived as a result of the somatic attention of the choreographer and 
the embodiment of the performer. I examine how my extensive training in the Gaga Movement 
Language informs my movement and choreographic practice, and how its focus on bodily sensa-
tion contributes to meaning-making. I explore the connections between sensation and phenome-
nology, empathy and qualitative dynamics, and the pull between abstraction and representation in 
dance work. I argue that because cognition is based on our interaction with the world through our 
physical forms, our bodies are vital for communication and understanding, translating ideas, and 
responsible for our affective responses to aesthetic experiences.  
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Introduction 
Dance is a complex art form that blends the visual, the aural, the emotional, and the ki-
netic. The choreographer, performers, and viewers are partners in the aesthetic experience that is 
the dance event and each contributes their own piece to the dense journey of meaning-making.  It 
begins from the seeds of somatic attention in the body, through the materialization of the form 
and the experiential event of the live performance, and finally, to its effect on the viewer and 
their perceptions of the dance. Through the creation of XX, a 24-minute solo, I examine this 
process through the example of my own somatic attention and its translation into my own chore-
ographic works and performing presence. From the initial inklings of my own embodied cogni-
tion, through the arrangement of choreography and the lived experience of performing, to the 
kinesthetic exchange that occurs in relation to an audience, I examine the interwoven threads of 
perception involved in dance-making and watching.  
Rationale 
My reason for undertaking this project is to continue the development of my choreo-
graphic practice that integrates my years of somatic training and embodied experience. Working 
in a way that actively and consciously integrates the mind and body has had a profound impact 
on how I perceive myself in movement, my approach to dance training, the sensibilities of my 
choreographic process, and the act of performing. After painstakingly shedding my ideas about 
what dance is, what constitutes a “good” dancer, and what delivers the “punctum” for me in per-
formance, I am beginning to find more clarity. I believe it is a question of embodiment. It is in 
the how rather than the what. It is the difference between capably executing steps to fully inhabit-
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ing one’s bones, skin and flesh. When completely invested in the layers of richness inside of the 
body and simultaneously aware of the space outside, one becomes a more fascinating, nuanced, 
and riveting performer able to affect a viewer.  Within my research, including the XX creative 
process, I seek to understand how my phenomenological experience of my instrument and habi-
tus, developed through somatic training, influences the choreography I create and how I am per-
ceived by a viewer in performance.   
In my professional work as a dancer and collaborator with LeeSaar the Company, we 
spent considerable time honing and specifying the intonation of every movement, realizing that 
minute shifts in timing, energy, texture and intention would alter its affect and meaning. This re-
sulted in each action- no matter how simple, wild, or silly- becoming a distinct gesture that car-
ried force and conveyed meaning that could be felt beyond literal terms. In my own work, I con-
tinue this research as I am fascinated by the capacity of the human body to express in ways both 
overt and enigmatic. By deconstructing everyday imagery and re-contextualizing it, playing with 
perception by making the human abstract and the familiar surreal, I create new associations and 
emotional resonance. I offer an opportunity for a viewer to look more closely, observe with more 
care. I invite them to see and interpret, to absorb without direction on a subconscious level rather 
than an intellectual one.  
  My guiding research questions include: How do I apply my knowledge of somatics and 
embodiment to a choreographic practice? How does dance communicate meaning and how does 
that perceived meaning shift as the somatic intention of the performer shifts? How does a viewer 
process both familiar and abstract gestures of dance? Do changes in the performer’s execution 
influence the viewer’s understanding and perception of these images?  
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Research 
History and Approach: Listening to Sensation 
Since my immersion in a somatic movement technique, I have undergone a shift in the 
way that I understand the moving body. In 2008, I was introduced to the Gaga movement lan-
guage which was developed by Ohad Naharin to bring more availability to one’s body through 
specific intention and a deep listening to one’s own physical sensations. The practice prioritizes 
the felt sensations of the mover and the interrelationship between their body parts and the space 
around them. Rather than attending to how the body looks visually from the outside, (ie. through 
the use of mirrors to achieve an ideal shape or line) the inner somatic experience of the dancer 
guides them in the creation of bodily movement.  Einav Katan explains,“In Gaga, as is common 
for other somatic techniques, somatic attention is at the core of the practice. Hence, the individ-
ual body is the origin of knowledge and its subject of inquiry” (25).  
The somatic attention cultivated by Gaga is directly related to phenomenology, a theoret-
ical line of inquiry and philosophical movement founded by Edmund Husserl. Maxine Sheets 
Johnstone elucidates,“The phenomenologists attitude toward the phenomenon is neither objec-
tive nor subjective, but rather an attitude of being present to the phenomenon, fully and wholly, 
to intuit to it as it appears without pre-shaping it in any way by prior interpretations or 
beliefs” (8). This method of observation from a first-person perspective is the underlying state 
for a somatic approach to the moving body and is a key element in Gaga. Listening to the body 
without judgement or ambition is paramount. This is accomplished by having an attitude of cu-
riosity for discovery rather than a particular agenda. We seek to know less so we can discover 
more. In phenomenology, “this initial step is commonly described as ‘making the familiar 
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strange.’ In effect, one experiences the phenomenon as something that is unknown and that one 
seeks to know” (Sheets-Johnstone xxiv). Because of this, each class or performance is a fresh 
experience where something new can be found.  
My own somatic awareness was developed through practice of integrating the mind and 
body. Paying attention to the bones, the quality of the muscles, the touch of the skin against sur-
faces all play a role in building sensitivity. Activating neglected areas of the body like the palms, 
shins, forearms, and flesh of the pelvis stimulates new engines for movement generation and 
adds extra layers of information. Imagining the fluid transmission of movement, information, 
and energy throughout the body on a microscopic, or “cellular level,” becomes a real sensation 
over time, and I can feel these forces travel through me in explosive and also delicate ways. 
Connecting a physical workout to the power of the imagination unlocks new abilities and breaks 
habitual patterns. 
In Gaga, the mind and body work together to achieve a tangible physical sensation and 
resulting movement quality. Specific prompts direct parts of the anatomy into action in relation 
to evocative imagery that elicits a distinct sensation and movement quality. For instance, when 
we imagine that our spines are seaweed growing on the ocean floor, we can immediately connect 
with many associated ideas. We conjure a floating quality; we allow the current of the water to 
gently move us to different directions. In physical terms, we access an effortlessness in carriage 
and a delicate responsiveness. The effect is of a free and malleable torso that resists the pull of 
gravity. This creates greater expressive potential in the spine because of the increased articula-
tion; more detail and specificity produce more precise communication and shades of meaning. 
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My ongoing dialogue between mind and body influences how I experience movement and re-en-
act it in performance by staying in tune to the present moment.  
The acute somatic attention and conducting of physical research one does in a classroom 
setting continues in performance. This act of “embodied reflection” is a perceptual process that 
integrates one’s habitus (previous physical knowledge) and conscious attention to current experi-
ence (Katan 33). We are noticing, paying attention, listening to subtle changes. We can build 
upon collected information stored within our tissues and cells and search for a novel approach in 
the moment. Performing set choreography becomes an improvisation on the sources of move-
ment and not a verbatim reproduction of movement. The interplay between sensing and acting, 
listening and responding in movement underpins the transformative potential of Gaga.    
 Training for six years in the Gaga movement language as a collaborating member of 
LeeSaar the Company also opened doors to my creative potential as a choreographer. As a “cre-
ating dancer,” I used the information from each daily class as the catalyst for conceiving my own 
idiosyncratic movement material which was honed and woven into the fabric of our dance the-
ater works. Each dancer was responsible for generating her own solo material and also for teach-
ing this material to others.  By using the common language of Gaga, in which we became well-
versed, we could effectively translate the specific sources of the movement and layers of aware-
ness in the body. Similarly, I have engaged my sensitivities to bodily sensation in the process of 
working with the movement material for XX. Through multiple improvisation sessions, I experi-
mented with different ways to execute the postures and gestures, observing changes in my physi-
cality and also the emotional or narrative resonance that arose.  
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Empathy and Qualitative Dynamics: Discovering Meaning 
Edward C Warburton states, “When dancers are successful, viewers not only see the 
movement, but they also feel its expressive intent. Simply put, dancers and viewers must move 
into empathy together” (73). Warburton further suggests that several layers of empathy are in-
volved in the event of dance enaction and that these intertwined types of empathy contribute to 
how the viewer perceives the dance. He suggests that a complex combination of somatic empa-
thy, mimetic empathy, and kinesthetic empathy are at work to produce a multi-faceted event of 
dance enaction. Somatic empathy is characterized by the symbiosis between one’s own inner felt 
bodily experience and someone else’s. Mimetic empathy deals with how the dancer embodies the 
choreography, synthesizing and “reproducing in one’s own imagination and physicality the emo-
tional tenor and movement form of another” (Warburton 74). Kinesthetic empathy suggests that 
as a person watches a dance, they respond viscerally by dancing along and participating in the 
actions they see. It is interesting to note that notions of kinesthetic empathy took root in the peri-
od of early modernism when it was believed that an audience should respond to the medium of a 
work rather than a narrative or particular subject.  
 The kinesthetic response lies in the stimulation of mirror neurons that seek to mimic the 
actions of the dancers that are being observed. Maxine Sheets-Johnstone believes this explana-
tion insufficient to explain how a dance produces an “affective resonance.” She posits that it is 
the qualitative dynamics of movement that contribute to the viewer’s perception and resulting 
interpretation: 
 A sharp, strong, swift qualitative dynamic may have an aura of aggressiveness about it,   
 for example; an expansive, limpid, attenuated qualitative dynamic may have an open,   
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 generous, even soft bountifulness about it; a jagged, erratic, intense qualitative dynamic   
 may have an aura of anguish, fear or even grief about it. Whatever the affective reso  
 nance, it is of a piece with the qualitative kinetic dynamics of the dance, and this on the   
 basis of the natural dynamic congruency of affect and movement. (xxi)   
 She further clarifies that qualitative dynamics have different significance to the dancer 
and the viewer in that, for the dancer, they are felt and for the viewer they are visual. Therefore, 
the dancer does not necessarily feel the emotions that the audience may be perceiving. They are, 
instead, immersed in the attention to the qualitative dynamics of the movement itself. The notion 
that the quality of the movement produces the effect supports my theory that the somatic atten-
tion/intention of the dancer’s embodiment influences what the viewer sees, and hence, feels.  
 Einav Katan discusses this process with regard to the dancers and Gaga practitioners of 
Batsheva Dance Company. She discusses how the somatic attention of the performer creates em-
pathy in the viewer: “He moves and he is attentive to his movements. Therefore, he is able to 
move the spectator to follow what he feels” (179). She goes on to further define how his inten-
tion shapes his movement in ways that convey meaning: “His concentration, intentionality, and 
attentiveness reform his bodily actions and can be recognized as meaningful acts” (179). 
Through a combination of specificity in changing bodily textures and sensitivity to timing of 
movement, a dancer enacts expression that a viewer can comprehend. She contends that "bodily 
textures express human qualities”(10). She uses an example from an excerpt of choreography by 
Ohad Naharin:  
 In Mamootot…that image takes shape when the dancer starts kissing his shoulders. Yet   
 the image is not an outcome of the sole act of kissing oneself. It is defined and shaped   
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 also within the handling of physical transformations. In this solo by Steffan Ferry, the   
 tension of the dancer’s flesh is converted into softness after each kiss. The shift between   
 the bodily textures expresses a human vulnerability that lies underneath the extrovert act. 
(16) 
 Katan notes that rather than attend to the expression, the dancers of Batsheva Dance 
Company are concerned mainly with the physical dynamics and timing of their actions. While 
the particular qualities of their movements may lead to a semblance of an emotion or story, the 
dancers do not intend certain ideas but are predominantly invested in the specificity of their bodi-
ly attunement. Katan states, “Zohar does not have to direct an image of tenderness, impulsive-
ness or sovereignty. He directs the bodily feelings of softness and the instant jump of the hand. 
The dancers of Batsheva Dance Company deal first and foremost with the act of formatting 
physical dynamic and movement qualities” (182). Like Sheets-Johnstone, Katan contends that 
the performers need not experience the emotion that their physicality might imply; for the 
dancers, it is about the form not the feeling.  
 The notion of embodiment brings up questions about how we understand the world and 
how meaning is embedded in our bodies and actions. We perceive the world, not as rational, 
cognitive machines (brains), but as sensing bodies in three dimensions that give us the informa-
tion we need to make sense of the world we inhabit. We collect information through our bodies 
and also translate information through it to others. This exchange happens on a daily basis, facili-
tating communication between people. What is our body telling us about ourselves and how we 
perceive our place in the world- and what is it telling others? Edward C. Warburton summarizes, 
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“If one could posit a singular through-line of this diverse research, it would be that bodily 
movement is essential to an understanding of all aspects of life” (66). 
 Dance is made of human bodies, and bodily movements arouse empathy in a viewer be-
cause they transmit human feelings and understanding. Our bodies have meaning in social and 
cultural strata first and foremost, therefore, cultural phenomena are substituted by the viewer in-
tuitively while watching dance. Mary Douglas believes that “the body furnishes a natural system 
of symbols” because the body occurs in communities where “physical patterns are learned, re-
flected, and incorporated” (Katan 204). In a dance, bodily behaviors are plucked from life and 
transformed, and so their meanings are shaped by both the associations and dis-associations with 
their familiar cultural signifiers.  
In my research for XX, I am presenting various options for the viewer to identify common 
cultural iconography as well as abstractions of those symbols. I use recognizable actions that an-
chor the viewer with familiar body language that comes loaded with preconceived meanings. I 
attempt to transform or subvert that understanding through changes in my embodiment of each 
image or pose. For example, the gesture of placing my hands behind my head can engender three 
distinct meanings/feelings. If I rest my head back into the palms, I can appear relaxed. If I bow 
my head forward, it evokes a prisoner in custody. If I tilt my head slightly and gaze outward, I 
can be read as seductive. Furthermore, by altering the texture of my flesh, the speed at which I 
transition, or the rhythm of an action, I enter the realm of abstraction and present the possibility 
for new meanings to emerge.  
15
Abstraction vs. Representation: Object vs. Subject  
 As discussed earlier, bodily actions in dance, when dislocated from their significance in 
everyday life, gain a unique meaning when transformed and shaped within the context of a 
dance. In this realm, the movements can appear to communicate something specific or function 
as a design element within the choreographic composition. In dances about particular people 
with identifiable narratives, the performer comes across as a human who conveys something 
concrete. Other dances use the moving body as more of a tool that is invested in the medium of 
movement and its design in time and space. Here, the performers lose their sense of humanness 
and transition toward functioning more like an object— a series of lines or shapes, streams of 
pure energy flying through the space.  
This variable nature of the function of bodily actions in dance allows the performer to 
assume roles of both subject and object. As a dancemaker and performer, I am interested in my 
ability to shift between these two, from person to thing. The body has the capacity to express any 
number of things— ideas, emotions, textures, geometry;  it is this in-between place that I find 
fascinating. These concerns were of particular interest in the 1960’s to the postmodern dance 
artists of the Judson Dance Theater who sought to move away from the primarily representation-
al narrative forms of early modern dance. Choreographer Mary Overlie writes, “The dancer can 
be a dancer, a pedestrian, a mass, a transmitter of energy, a line or series of lines, an emotional 
communicator, an object, a body manifesting thought, a body affected by thought” (Sommer 54). 
Fascinated by the transmutational nature of bodies in dance, Overlie enjoys being able to lead the 
viewer through an experience where the dancers metamorphose from shapes and forms into hu-
man presences. 
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While ‘dancer as subject’ may resonate on one level for a viewer, ‘dancer as object’ may 
appeal to a subconscious layer that responds in a visceral, gut way. Though a dance may have no 
plot or characters, somatic awareness to subtle shifts in physicality can translate to an emotional 
affect in performance. Sally Sommer quotes David Warrilaw observing Overlie: “Something 
very strong comes out, reflecting great emotionality. But, it doesn't reveal, because it remains 
very private. She never falls into cliches. It's uplifting, transformed by her on the physical 
level” (49). In my research for XX, I present opportunities for the viewer to recognize my human-
ity through the embodiment of everyday postures and gestures, but I also reach beyond that. 
Through both changes in my execution of the physical dynamics of the movement and with ma-
nipulation of the material choreographically, I present opportunities to be seen as a human or as 
inanimate.     
Methodology 
 My two previous special projects have led incrementally toward the thesis research. Each 
resulted in a choreographic study, but tackled the process from opposite ends of the spectrum in 
terms of process and my intent in meaning-making. 
Special Project I: Object/Abstraction 
 The first project, Corridor, took inspiration from pure bodily investigations which be-
came mirrored and extrapolated upon in the process. Drawing from the physical objective to ro-
tate at the joints, my improvisations took me to extreme places in my facility. When I reached the 
absolute limit of each rotation, my body led me to the next logical shift or new physical dimen-
sion. My intention was to work with my body purely as a tool of design and effort, and the de-
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tails of movement and timing were dictated by the limits of my bones and muscles. These para-
meters led to movement that was residing close to the core with twisting and wrenching actions 
around my shoulders and hips and, in effect, were largely stationary. I opted to work in a sym-
metrical manner, engaging both halves of my body equally. The initial movement sequence grew 
from here, manifesting in an image of a creature or insect undergoing metamorphosis. The theme 
of rotation was transfigured to spatial terms, resulting in a revolving action of my entire body 
that remained fixed in one place.  
 Over time, it became clear that the process of creating the work was responding to and 
reflecting the confined nature of the initial movement inspiration. The necessity of working with-
in limitations developed into a theme and began to shape the composition of the work. The ac-
tions of my body— medial, contorted, and close— necessitated a staging that highlighted these 
aspects. Therefore, the main action of the work was set along a single vector, centerstage, run-
ning from downstage to upstage. To emphasize this spatial pattern, I placed the viewers along the 
edges of the narrow performance column. This orientation served to reinforce the theme of con-
finement and also allowed the viewer a more intimate view of the details of the movement and 
shifts in effort.  
 Though my choice of audience orientation was to serve the nature of the movement, it 
provoked ideas in the viewer that had not occurred to me. The arrangement of chairs in two par-
allel rows alongside the performance area evoked images of DaVinci’s “The Last Supper,” ac-
cording to some observers. From this reference, a whole host of related ideas could be superim-
posed upon the dance and weave a distinct narrative that I never intended. A choice that grew 
from listening to the dance’s development produced an image rife with subtext. This was a per-
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fect example of how meaning can be derived from a seemingly pragmatic choice and how the 
brain yearns to connect experiences and interpret imagery. 
 For this study, I operated on a largely internal, somatic level, carving out distinct shapes 
and articulations devoid of attached meaning. The movements, inspired by the simple physical 
directive to rotate inward and outward at the hips and shoulder joints, began with explorations on 
the floor bilaterally. The theme of rotation continued in the mid-level and eventually to standing 
material when smaller, rotating articulations in one hip or wrist overtook the entire body. These 
bodily exercises on the micro level were replicated on the macro level in the theme of confine-
ment and in my choices of staging. While these choreographic decisions contributed to a coa-
lesced mood, any perceived narrative or emotional subtext was a product of the viewer’s own 
interpretation. The thesis project differs in that I am aware of the possible meanings inherent in 
my body language, and my choreographic choices either support or subvert these associations. 
Special Project II: Subject/Representation 
 Conversely, my next study, Temporal Ephemeral Construction, was rooted in the expres-
sion of human emotion, specifically the feelings of loss and longing. In this project, I tasked my-
self with finding ways to embody and represent these feelings in a recognizable way while not 
abandoning metaphor and abstraction. My initial research began with input from a collaborator, 
photographer Britannie Bond, who had previously explored these themes in a photographic se-
ries. I used her photographs and other related images as a springboard towards my own concep-
tual framework. Tangible images in print became the guiding inspiration for this work and they 
formed the bedrock of the body language I employed. Thematically, the photograph became a 
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metaphor for the freezing of time and my desire to hold onto fleeting moments, experiences, and 
people. It is both a tangible record and an idea. On Photography, a book of essays by Susan Son-
tag, was a secondary source of thematic inspiration for this work.  
 Unlike the research for Corridor, which derived from physical investigations, I began this 
process by writing and reflecting on the themes of loss and longing. I considered what other 
emotions come along, the stages of grief, and healing. Some defining concepts arose—reluc-
tance, disentanglement, ephemerality, ghosts, letting go, fleeting, and vacancy. As I defined a 
lexicon of related ideas and language to support me, I pondered how these ideas would inhabit 
the body, what form they might take in regards to posture and weight. My brainstorming expand-
ed to include jumping off points for movement improvisations, how rhythm and stillness could 
convey something about the passing of time, and ways to incorporate a large swath of fabric that 
I would use as a prop. The combination of concrete imagery and metaphor helped several motifs 
materialize to anchor the dance. For instance, I employed the practice of taking short, intermit-
tent pauses during the course of one movement to mimic the effect of several photos being 
snapped. The idea of being entangled in memories and enshrouded in grief was physicalized into 
gestures concealing my face from view and hiding or unwrapping my body from within the fab-
ric.       
 Bond’s related photographic series, we move lightly, “explores the vestiges of intimacy on 
the landscape of the body, the elusiveness of memory, and finally the physical transformation 
that occurs in the wake of subjectivity. It is an inventory of ghosts stuck between moments of 
anamnesis” (Bond). The photographs that comprise we move lightly centered on three motifs: a 
water-colored floating fabric amidst a floral landscape, a mysterious hazy smoke dissipating in a 
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field, and fragments of bodies and landscapes imprinted across a domestic setting. Her images 
and words inspired a feeling of bittersweet nostalgia of times passed, held closely. In addition to 
her photographs, I collected a gallery of stock images from an internet search. They showed peo-
ple in poses that spoke of yearning or despair and these postures became the initial building 
blocks for the choreography.   
 I carefully arranged the poses and related movement ideas into a sequence. By playing 
between motion and stillness, I highlighted the opposing experiences of time expressed in pho-
tography and dance- still images vs. moving images. The sensitivity to this interplay hinted at the 
inability to move forward after a loss. The other significant anchor was a length of pale pink tulle 
that I used to echoe the floating fabric in Bond’s images and also the wafting smoke from her 
photos that could both conceal or reveal things. The gauzy tulle evoked ghosts and the in-
escapable web of memory and desire that holds us subconsciously. Through the use of found im-
agery and symbolism and experimentation with rhythm, duration, and texture, I began to form 
the basis of the methodology I would employ for the thesis choreography.  
Special Project III/Thesis: Abstracting the Everyday 
 In my thesis choreography XX, I experiment with familiar and/or pedestrian postures, 
gestures, and actions that have social and cultural significance by filtering them through a 
process of arrangement, juxtaposition, refraction, disassociation, re-association, and re-contextu-
alization. Because my work is concerned with gestures and the potential for meaning- making, I 
made a clear decision to begin the creative process by limiting the building blocks of the move-
ment vocabulary to common motions such as sitting, walking, and lying. These actions are func-
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tional and have specific purposes, therefore, they are understood universally. Based on this limit-
ing factor, I chose to explore the body in three orientations corresponding to three levels in space
— low, medium, and high. I further brainstormed what actions and postures could be performed 
in these three levels/orientations. Movements like crawling, skipping, walking, and sitting pos-
tures were the basis for my initial improvisations.  
 It became clear that with each option, a particular quality or character was revealed. As 
with typical body language, each pose or gesture could evoke an emotion or attitude. As I alter-
nately improvised with these postures and reflected in writing, some general themes began to 
define themselves. Ideas surrounding power and powerlessness, strength and vulnerability, hope 
and despair, and femininity and womanhood started to emerge. I became interested in these di-
chotomies and the thin line that separated them, both in felt emotion and in the physical expres-
sion of the body. The ease in sliding from one extreme to the other interested me. The connection 
between the body and the mind (emotions) manifested clearly in this context.  
 Though the process of collecting movement motifs was circuitous and overlapping, I 
eventually trained my focus on variations of sitting in a chair to create one section of the dance. 
In addition to the variety of seated poses, the chair itself is a potent symbol that comes invested 
with many possible connotations. The person who sits in the chair can be any number of charac-
ters— an executive sitting behind a desk, a prisoner being interrogated, a queen on a throne, a 
child being admonished. These figures will assume different attitudes: intent, apprehensive, con-
fident, critical, pensive, worried, downtrodden, surrendered. I made space for any and all of these 
notions to surface as I began to piece together the first section of XX. My goal was not to impose 
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any directive or opinion on these images, but to allow them to materialize and shift in a neutral 
way for the viewer. 
 Over time, the number of images was distilled and the sequence simplified. Once the spe-
cific postures and gestures were established, I began to define the details of texture in the body 
and pacing. By choosing to shift between the poses at a very slow pace with a high degree of 
sensitivity, I intended to create an atmosphere of tension and suspend the viewer’s expectations. I 
also wanted to allow them time to absorb the imagery, the varied connotations, and observe their 
response to the transition from one to the next. This section serves as an introduction to the 
movement language and the heightened somatic intention. As the section progresses, I begin to 
shift toward abstraction as the previously concrete poses become more fluid in motion. The pace 
of movement begins to pick up speed and urgency, building momentum toward an eventual re-
lease.  
 This work, like all my choreography, engenders an intimacy between myself and the 
viewer. I am invested in the details of my body and movement and so I carefully consider the 
proximity between myself and the audience, using distance as a tool to invite the viewer in and 
play with expectations. The first section of the dance takes place center/center. The beginning of 
the dance is an introduction, a meeting between myself and the audience and a comfortable dis-
tance allows them to observe my actions without feeling encroached upon. At the same time, I 
am close enough for them to appreciate the subtle shifts and details of my physicality and intent. 
My orientation remains frontal and my gaze is trained outward. I am presentational, but not in a 
self-conscious or showy way. I am aware I am being observed, but I am absorbed in my own ex-
perience of observing myself. 
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 The second section centers on bodily action that occurs in a low level close to the floor. 
Positions include: resting on one side supported by the hand or elbow, reclining on my back, ly-
ing prone on my abdomen, perching on hands and knees, and kneeling. Modes of traveling close 
to the floor are incorporated- pedaling forward on the sit bones, skittering on my knees, crawling, 
and scrambling. Here again, each posture/action implies different things based on social and cul-
tural significance, the shape and texture of the body, as well as rhythmic accents and intention. 
Like in the first section, the commonly understood meaning of certain postures are acknowl-
edged and considered as they relate to and express the thematic ideas of power, vulnerability, and 
surrender. By adding or changing an element of the body, the meaning also changes. For in-
stance, a kneeling position can imply either supplication if the hands are clasped under the chin, 
or devotion if palms reach toward the sky. A position on hands and knees could appear submis-
sive or combative depending on the texture of the body and placement of the head. A body tight-
ly curled into itself might be sleepy, protective, or in despair. As I improvised with these materi-
als, I quickly realized that small changes in the body resulted in very different readings.  
 The second section takes place downstage/center much closer to the audience. Here, my 
spatial relationship to the viewer changes drastically like a camera zooming in on me, so the dy-
namic changes and bodily texture is registered more acutely. Though I am physically closer to 
the audience, my orientation is facing upstage with my back to them. There is a change in energy 
and atmosphere as I juxtapose a staccato, jerking dynamic against the measured smoothness of 
the first section. The insistent repetition of rhythmic patterns, a more explosive energy, and dis-
sonant music contribute to a dark and tense mood that progresses into a more psychological as-
pect of the piece. It harkens to dreams/nightmares, fear, anxieties, and frustrations. The action in 
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the beginning is stationary until locomotor movement brings me back upstage to face the chair. 
While the chair is not utilized as in the previous section, a relationship is still apparent. The com-
bination of posture/gesture choice, low level, and proximity to the chair hint at inferiority to a 
more powerful figure. The majority of the section remains central, moving at times along an up-
stage/downstage axis.  
 The third and final section of the dance takes place in the high level and uses a vocabu-
lary of walking, shuffling, skipping, stumbling, grapevine footwork, and running. These elements 
differ from the two previous sections because they all locomote through space. Notwithstanding, 
variations in speed, facing, bodily texture, somatic attention and intent color it with new mean-
ing. There are many ways to walk. The new element of locomotion, not seen previously, denotes 
a new phase in the dance and in the metaphorical journey. As in the first section, the pace starts 
out slow and there is a gradual progression in speed. For the first half of this section, I travel 
back and forth along the central upstage/downstage axis. As my speed increases, so does the 
rhythm of my steps, and the energy builds toward bouncing and eventually light skipping in 
place. Repetition figures heavily in this section as actions are sustained and transformation oc-
curs. 
 Layered on top of the rhythms expressed in my lower body is a recurrence of upper body 
gestures introduced in the first section. They grow in intensity, beginning gently, and in tandem 
with the increasing energy of my skipping, they build in fervor. Changes in my head and torso 
contribute to the overall effect as my focus goes down and up, wavering between dejected and 
yearning. Over time, the taut musculature and rapid counterpoint of my arms descends into 
something looser and more chaotic while my spine softens to respond to the pounding of my 
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feet. The bodily shift from bound to free correlates to an emotional shift from fighting to letting 
go. In my sustained footwork and gesticulations, I evoke a ritualistic act—something between a 
meditation and a surrendering, an exorcising of demons. Situated downstage, I face the audience, 
and they are witness to my vulnerability as I struggle and then succumb to another force.  
 Suddenly, there is a shift as I break from my up/down linear trajectory and begin to stag-
ger side to side. The stagger is transformed into a smoother braiding footwork, and my focus 
shifts from internal to external, acknowledging my observers. The space is now opened up hori-
zontally, and I make several passes back and forth with my weaving legs gliding across the 
space. My awareness of the audience now includes them as I offer different takes on the 
grapevine step adapted from the group dances done in ceremony or celebration. First a personal 
ritual, now a communal ritual. Then the grapevine picks up speed and force and, blowing me like 
a gale, I stumble backwards into the wings and then charge forward with zeal. Each pass brings 
me further upstage until I change course again and barrel straight downstage as I finally embrace 
my agency. Confronted with my viewers, my body is now awash in a tender crumbling sensation. 
My form is no longer solid, but is constantly collapsing. Within this unstable texture, I search for 
the forms from earlier in the dance. The gestures and postures materialize and disappear like a 
whisper or memory from before. I recede from the audience along the upstage/right diagonal and 
the dance comes to a close.  
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Results 
Observations 
 In daily life, the shape of our bodies says much about us, though these messages are often 
unconscious. Habits of the body can reflect habits of the mind and it takes conscious effort to, 
first, become aware of our physical habits and then make a change. The purpose of somatic tech-
niques is to cultivate that awareness so that we access more ease and efficiency in our everyday 
movement. In effect, we may influence how others perceive us and how we assume our positions 
in the world. The same sensitivity is a powerful tool when used in a creative context, giving the 
user a more varied palette of options in their movement arsenal and more sensitivity to shades of 
expression. My own creative research has allowed me to examine the power of what Ohad Na-
harin terms “small gestures” (Bell) when I recognize the ability of subtle changes to have signifi-
cant impact. A slight rise of the chin or collapse in the chest has an immediate expression. The 
simple choice to acknowledge the audience or remain aloof can change the experience for the 
viewer. For choreographers, who use the body’s movement as a medium of expression, these im-
plications will influence compositional choices.  
 As both the dancer and choreographer for XX, my dual roles had me consider both the 
construction of the dance in terms of vocabulary, space, tempo, and rhythm as well as sensitivity 
to changes in bodily texture, intent, gaze, and timing. For this specific project, I wanted to 
present options and possibilities rather than delineate a cogent view or construct a cohesive story. 
I believe that, despite my resistance to overt narrative, the affective resonance of a dance will 
result from the somatic attention and intention of the performer in concert with the compositional 
choices made by the choreographer in shaping their materials. While I can be mindful of conno-
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tations and possible meanings that might arise from my choices, I am not responsible for direct-
ing the viewer towards a narrative resolution. Each person’s interpretation of meaning will be an 
intricate interplay between their own embodied cognition, kinesthetic empathy with the per-
former, the choreographer’s choice-making, and the performer’s embodiment in the moment.  
Audience Response 
The audience is an integral part of the process of meaning-making in a dance because a 
performance is an exchange, a perceptual conversation between the dance and the viewer. For the 
purposes of this research, I intended that the dance be viewed in person as a live event. I believe 
that the sometimes minute textural subtleties and somatic shifts translate more potently in a live 
performance setting. There is a palpable energy when the performers and audience share the 
same space which, oftentimes, gets lost in two dimensions.  
When widespread safety measures restricted congregating in large groups due to the 
COVID-19 virus pandemic, the live performative event portion of the thesis was cancelled. Un-
fortunately, this crucial piece of my research was denied me as was the opportunity to collect au-
dience response in a live event context. As a substitute, I uploaded an edited work-in-progress 
video of my last rehearsal to Youtube and shared it with a limited number of friends and family 
members who had planned to attend the live performance. The circumstances surrounding this 
significant alteration, while unavoidable, take a toll on the outcome of my thesis research.  
 The limited amount of responses collected from viewers of the dance in digital format did 
offer some revealing information. Impressions of the first section of XX were of a calculated in-
evitability of my progression through the postures. One viewer likened it to a slideshow of pho-
tographs that gradually gains speed into a crossfade effect.1 Another felt I was more akin to an 
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organism with a central “control room” operating off a pre-set program that unspooled with cold 
precision.2 Yet another thought my presence was not that of a person but one of pure conscious-
ness or energy. All accounts hint at a more abstract presentation of imagery rather than a human 
quality. Even though the movement consists of a series of seated poses derived directly from dai-
ly life, when done in succession at a glacial pace with little accent, I am perceived as more object 
than subject. My choreographic choices in pacing, transitions, and arrangement neutralized any 
dramatic affect and formed an abstracted version of pedestrian action. This section, as I intended, 
seemed to serve as an introduction to the “language” and character of the dance, outlining the 
basic elements and use of repetition.1  
My deliberate choices with regard to speed created a significant impact. One viewer re-
marked that there was “plenty of time to appreciate the unfurling of [my] body” and highlighted 
the “extraordinary control over [my] body.”2  The intense somatic listening to pacing and syn-
chronized action in all body parts likened my presence to more of a dispassionate machine. An-
other viewer questioned how the “story” would have played out differently had I begun with a 
quick pace that progressed to a slower one. She also remarked how “faster movement gives op-
timism, creates hope.”3   
The second section was felt as a narrative progression forward due to staging, proximity, 
and hints of humanity starting to surface. Moving downstage closer to the audience had several 
effects. There was a new intimacy created that also allowed the viewer to become “fascinated 
with the exactness of the body...even the positioning of the fingers.”3 The unintentional lighting 
from behind also brought attention to the lines and angles of my body, but kept my face dark-
ened. While this kept me “emotionally distant,”1 the contrast in rhythm and bodily texture seen in 
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the “tremulous movement”2 did translate to “expressive emotions.”3 These observations point to 
the shift between object and subject, abstraction and representation.  
Another significant factor contributing to meaning-making is the contrast between the 
mostly stationary action seen in the first and second sections, and the locomotor movement of 
section three. Viewers described the first and second parts as “intentionally constrained”2 and 
remarked at the “confinement of movement.”3  But when I began to travel away from my spot 
into space during the third section, there was a noted shift. I was suddenly “liberated” from my 
fixed location and able to explore; this showed me “gaining sovereignty over the space.”2 As I 
was traversing back and forth, “with every turn [I] gain[ed] confidence and character.”3   In this 
section, I am most perceived as a person and viewers describe me and my actions in human 
terms. 
Clearly, seeing traveling movement, after remaining immobile for so long, provoked an 
emotional response as one viewer described it as “satisfying” and “the happy part” of the dance.2 
My ability to move freely was perceived as a release and correlated to positive feelings. Under-
standably, the perceived theme of containment arose as a consequence of our current mandatory 
quarantine due to COVID-19. The unusual inability to move freely about in our communities, 
confined to our homes or small apartments, naturally colors our reactions to everything. This is a 
testament to how one’s personal experience becomes a lens through which to interpret a dance or 
work of art. The viewer projects their feelings about being sequestered and their desire to be free 
on the dance’s compositional structure which evolved from stationary action to unrestrained 
movement as I “pushed beyond where [I] had been.”2  
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Several other choreographic factors contributed to my more human presence. My somatic 
focus on poly-rhythms and changes in bodily texture were the first. The “dual-rhythms” I execut-
ed and “split focus” I maintained brought up the idea of instability; my shuddering, crumbling 
texture evoked fragility.1 This was further interpreted as a breaking down of power and a revela-
tion of vulnerability. Changes in my gaze throughout the dance also translated to shifts in my 
persona from thing to person. While my gaze was outwardly focused in section one, it was 
trained on a distinct invisible figure in the distance. In section two, I faced away from the audi-
ence with a more concentrated internal focus. In section three, my gaze started to open out and 
include the viewers in my experience. I began to really see them and acknowledge being seen by 
them. The change in my gaze translated to a transformation in my performance presence.    
Conclusion 
Research into the complex interrelatedness of the mind and body has illuminated the lay-
ers of information that inform my understanding of an event of dance enaction— the holistic 
process of creating, performing, and viewing a dance. Because cognition is based on our interac-
tion with the world through our physical forms, our bodies are vital for communication and un-
derstanding, translating ideas, and responsible for our affective responses to aesthetic experience. 
There is no hierarchy in terms of cognition as mind and body work symbiotically. This fact vali-
dates the importance of dance to our culture and the value of movement as a means of expression 
in many arenas. 
By stripping away codified dance technique and conventional displays of virtuosity in my 
choreography for XX, I deal with the essence of bodily expression. Overlapping the experience of 
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our forms in daily life and in an artistic context expands the notion of performing the self, illu-
minating aspects of human interaction at the most fundamental level. At the root of this under-
standing are somatics and the interrelationship between the mind and body. Through the practice 
of somatic techniques we begin to understand how the mind is expressed through the body in 
movement.   
 Dance and dance performance have the capacity to touch people in a profound way be-
cause of this integration. Further study of this connection not only informs the experience of my 
own physicality but is a path toward connecting with others more deeply through a medium that 
is at once personal and universal. This research, like in other somatic practices, examines how 
the specific impacts the whole, how a small action has ramifications far beyond the initial ges-
ture. In Gaga, it is the echo that ripples out from one tiny action. I am listening and observing in 
order to know more and communicate more effectively.  
 This research is ongoing and a lifetime’s work; I will continue to delve deeper into addi-
tional somatic modalities that unlock my creative and expressive potential. The correlation be-
tween embodiment and meaning-making lies at the core of the dance field and its function in so-
ciety and touches on each aspect of my career. My investment in somatic techniques arms me 
with knowledge that will enhance the longevity of my career by instilling the tools for efficient, 
healthful movement that will ideally prevent injuries and allow me to continue dancing longer. I 
will, in turn, share my knowledge and experience with younger generations of dancers who will 
go on to benefit from my instruction by way of taking care of their bodies. This research will also 
contribute by introducing valuable creative tools they can employ in their own professional en-
deavors. Moreover, these investigations serve as the catalyst for further choreographic projects 
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that reflect the human experience and provide a platform for my artistry to reach others in a 
compelling and visceral way.  
Endnotes 
1. Personal correspondence, email, March 27. 
2. Personal correspondence, email, March 28. 
3. Personal correspondence, text message, March 27. 
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